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Stanson House 
 
 Sadie Middens has been trying to discover the secrets of the Stanson House for years. 
Sure, she’s only a tour guide, but every step up the career ladder puts her one step further into the 
old museum and its mysteries.  
First there were the exhibits regularly on display: a nickel trombone that only played in 
minor keys, for instance. The story was that its original owner suffered some great tragedy which 
caused the change, but it was unverifiable since no one was allowed to play it after it became a 
museum piece. And such things could probably be chalked up to faulty construction; that could 
cause it to be constantly out of tune.  
Then there were some items not regularly on display, usually kept in storage until 
seasonal events came around like an 18th century, silver mirror that could see ghosts or 
something like that. Stacy always got a weirdly cold feeling when it was out on the main floor, 
but she’d never personally seen ghosts with it. She did think that her reflection winked or waved 
at her a few times which both interested and frustrated her as she could never do it on purpose. 
Maybe the mirror’s surface was warped. She told herself that she wanted to believe in the 
supernatural, but how could she know that these phenomena couldn’t be explained unless she 
tried to explain them? 
But where she toured the most was outside in the famous Glass Gardens, the last 
sculptures of a famous, local artist nearly a century ago. The garden curled around an entire 
corner of the museum, and it was filled with famous figures from myth and legend. It was the 
first thing to catch Stacy’s curiosity as a little girl as she always thought that the glass statues 
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turned their heads to watch her. And when she became a tour guide as an adult, she noticed even 
stranger things.  
The tourists wrote it off as masterful techniques captured in the refractive properties of 
glass, tricks of the light. Most of them never saw the garden more than twice, much less 
consecutively like she did. On many occasions, caught in the revelry of the dazzling summer sun, 
she’d seen the gleaming bodies move. She was never able to confirm it, always in her 
peripherals, but if it kept happening, could it be a lie? She even thought she observed genuine 
happiness on such sunny days and absolute gloom in the rain. It was the merest hint of how they 
held their shoulders or where they looked.  
And then on rare occasions, she’d see statues in entirely different positions from the 
previous day, like they simply got tired of standing for so long and needed a rest. Long, elegant 
gowns would buckle and billow up around the statue, though it would always remain composed, 
never anything other than completely photogenic, like it was meant to be that way. She almost 
thought they mocked her by changing their shapes so definitely, but maybe she just never paid as 
close attention as she always thought she did. 
 Sadie Middens has been trying to discover the secrets of Stanson House for years, but she 
isn’t there yet. 
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Finite Beginnings 
 
 “But why cabbage?” Katrina Jones asked, leaning forward and dangling her earrings over 
Missy’s desk. Patrick, Katrina’s husband, waited expectantly for the question to be answered but 
otherwise looked about as interested in their conversation as a skeptic on a ghost hunt. The 
skepticism was warranted, but this was no ghost hunt. 
 “It catalyzes the growth process. I’m sorry that I can’t provide a better answer. I don’t 
make the rules,” Missy replied. Her face remained blank and unimpressed by the question, but 
her long fingers twitched slightly where they nested on the table, betraying her annoyance. Her 
dark hair was pulled back into a neat bun, and she had to resist the urge to tear it down. There 
were appearances to maintain. 
 “Don’t you?” Mr. Jones asked. He tried to be discreet about pushing up his glasses, but 
Missy recognized the gesture. She’d been patient with it ever since the couple entered her 
apartment about-- she leaned just as discretely to glance over the man’s shoulder at the clock that 
hung above the front door-- two hours ago. 
 Now, Missy Smith had to debate with herself how much more time she wanted to waste 
explaining the methods of how she worked or at least giving a reasonable enough response to get 
the irritating couple to stop asking questions. Her mother had always told her to have a polite 
business tone and a good bedside manner in order to encourage a welcoming reputation, but 
Missy knew that she didn’t have the patience for skeptics. And yet…  
 “Look,” she began again, “The instructions are simple enough. Cook something with this 
cabbage or don’t. I don’t care if you have to dip it in chocolate-- eat it. Together. Preferably at 
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home and in a romantic environment: scented candles, classical music--whatever. It doesn’t 
matter how many days it takes-- eat the whole thing. Then all you have to do is wait.” 
 “Then I’ll have a baby?” the woman asked. 
 “Then you’ll have your baby.” 
 The husband had to chime in, “We’ve talked to nutritionists and medical professionals, 
and no one said anything about eating cabbage to solve all of our problems.” 
 “Well I’m not a marriage counselor, but this will work, and it can’t just be any cabbage. 
It has to be this one,” Missy gestured pointedly to the basket she’d neatly arranged with thyme 
and other flavors that could complement the cabbage, sitting together on the corner of her desk. 
The vegetable looked fresh and washed; the damn thing was organic and high-end grocery 
quality in appearance. “Call it a homeopathic remedy if that helps. But I’m not lying to you.” 
 Mr. Jones looked as though he was about to make another objection, but Mrs. Jones 
interrupted him by grabbing onto his sleeve and giving him such a desperately pleading look that 
it turned Missy’s stomach over with pity. Whatever they’d tried before to have a child, making 
an appointment with Missy had clearly been one of their last options. 
 Shortly after, she was politely opening the door and ushering the couple out with their 
basket of goodies. Mrs. Jones was gracious in her thanks and farewells; Mr. Jones was silent and 
eager to leave. It was probably the only thing he and Missy felt in common all afternoon. She 
returned to her desk to finish the documentation of their meeting. 
 
 The Joneses had initially called her two weeks ago. Missy made sure they had an 
appointment far enough in the future when she knew she’d have the materials necessary for her 
work: in this case, one cabbage from the Madison family farm and little else. She’d had the herbs 
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and spices hanging around her kitchen in preparation for her own food, but they had since been 
repurposed as basket decoration. Missy kept meticulous documentation of the things she’d 
agreed to help people with over the years but hoped never to have to reference them for 
government purposes. She avoided contracts like the plague because she didn’t want to get 
lawyers involved, and the result was that reasonable skepticism that most first-time clients 
brought to the table. And to cover those who might change their minds later, she promised half 
of a refund to the unsatisfied. For that reason, some clients with very serious matters to discuss, 
much like the Joneses, left after the first meeting and didn’t return. 
 Couples coming in to ask Missy to help them have a child were actually rare. Along a 
similar vein, sometimes abortions or contraceptives were requested, but most often people would 
creep in by themselves, knocking on her door at odd hours of the night asking for “Granny 
Smith” and simple fixes to much more mundane problems. 
In truth, “Granny” was her mother, an old woman throughout Missy’s life, with coppery 
skin and streaked, gray hair. Missy knew her mother was soon for death when she helped move 
Missy into her current apartment before wandering off, on foot, with little more than her hand-
sewn dress, never to be seen again. She’d done strange things before but never that. Missy 
mourned for a few months, but she had the hardest time feeling morose when she never felt as 
though Granny was actually gone. 
In any case, Missy never corrected the people, usually no older than their twenties but not 
uncommonly teenagers, who asked for Granny. Though Missy was nowhere near deserving of 
the aged title, she found the thought amusing and accurate that her mother was being compared 
to a sour apple, however unintentionally. Missy always smiled despite the hour and silently 
welcomed the stranger in. She sat them down at her desk in the front room and asked what they 
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needed. On rare occasion, they used the term “spell” to describe what it was, though she was 
never fond of the term. While growing up, Granny might have asked Missy how she thought she 
could get it to rain on Saturday or what to give a wild cat to make it more friendly. After giving 
an answer, little Missy would look up to her mother for verification on what she’d only ever 
thought of as instinct. She’d never used the term “spell” for anything she did, and she’d only 
heard it spoken by people unlike her. 
The strangers would sit stiffly and stare around at the room behind her: the tacky 
wallpaper, the shelves of mason jars where she was making preserves, or the hanging herbs. 
Then they’d ask for something ordinary like good luck, confidence or love. Money exchanged 
hands, and Missy often sent them on their way with a pouch and a few instructions. 
*** 
Many small tasks occupied Missy’s time while she waited for the Joneses’ child to grow. 
Her cell phone first rang a week in, two months in, then four months in, usually from Katrina 
Jones, asking if she’s supposed to be doing any extra tasks or “how do I know if it’s working?” 
Twice she reassured the woman that since the initial cabbage was eaten months ago, all she 
would have to do was wait. It was the waiting she had a problem with, apparently, and not 
understanding how Missy’s end of the job worked.  
Katrina was a sweetheart; at least Missy thought so. It didn’t make answering her 
needling questions any easier. As Missy sometimes sat at the local ice cream parlor (or the coffee 
shop as the weather grew colder), she twisted her long-chain amulet in her fingers, eyes 
following the lines on the table. There she worried. Maybe it would’ve been better to be upfront 
with the couple about how she worked, even if it scared them. At the same time, it was too late 
because the child was already on its way. 
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*** 
It was in the early hours of an autumn Tuesday when Missy’s phone rang, the ringtone of 
a lazily strummed guitar. Her legs tangled in the sheets as she rolled over to grab the phone and 
yank it from its charger. Missy slid the green button across the touch screen. 
“Hello?” she asked, her voice hoarse. 
On the other end of the line was Thomas Madison, patriarch of the Madison family who 
tended the farm from which Missy pulled much produce for her work. They didn’t usually 
exchange calls; it was a cordial business relationship, for the most part. But Missy had been 
expecting Thomas’s call for a few weeks now; it was a feeling she had but also the proper timing 
of about nine months. 
Thomas said his family dog, Rover, was barking and that no one could get him to shut up. 
Missy thought he always started too soon when telling her anything. She waited for him to get to 
the part that mattered, though she had to strain to listen through the barking in the background. 
She switched to speaker phone so she could dress herself with two hands. 
“So I get out into my cabbage patch-- or where it was. I harvested them all back in 
August, but here’s a fully grown one in the middle of my field just wiggling like it’s full of bees, 
and it’s making noises, but I can’t tell what kind over Rover’s barking. Not buzzing though. You 
need to get out here, Missy; it’s got to be one of yours.” 
 
Missy rolled her car out of the parking deck shortly after wearing jeans, her pajama shirt, 
and gently-used work boots with thick, treaded outsoles. Her phone was tossed into the 
passenger’s seat on top of the jacket that lived there year-round. 
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She thought to call the Joneses on her way out of town. At the first red traffic light, Missy 
pulled up Mrs. Jones’s number from her contacts and rang her. “Please don’t pick up. Don’t pick 
up,” she muttered to herself. The odds were in her favor considering this was the hour that no 
sane person was awake, much less out. The phone rang a lot longer than Missy thought phones 
were supposed to before the voicemail recording kicked in. She waited through the message, 
“Katrina can’t come to the phone right now” and other niceties. After the beep, she said, 
“Katrina Jones, this is Missy Smith. We need to discuss your delivery. No, the delivery is-- shit-- 
your baby is here. I’ll be by first thing in the morning. I don’t know what your work schedule is 
like on Wednesdays, but I’ll be there at nine.” Addresses and phone numbers at which she could 
reach her clients were always requested and recorded at the very first meeting. With the phone 
call, Missy had passed the point of no return. Hopefully, she thought, everything would turn out 
well. 
The Madisons’ farm was half an hour from her small town apartment. Missy awoke from 
the daze of the drive when her tires rolled over the gravel of their driveway. She shook her head, 
parking behind one of the family’s trucks, and jumped from the car with her jacket and phone. 
Pulling open the trunk, she grabbed the first-aid kit, slammed the door, and took long strides as 
she shuffled into the jacket. Shivering, she slipped the phone away in a pocket and looked around 
for the Madisons. The first-aid kit swung by her knee as she walked. 
The porch light was on, and Missy could see eyes peeking out from between blinds. She 
thought one of the children waved to her. She started to lift a hand until she saw the mother’s 
silhouette in the glass door. She’d opened the inner door, Missy assumed, to point her onward 
toward the cabbage patch and discourage coming near the house. Not that it kept her up at night, 
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but Laura Madison had never really liked her, so the farm wife took “precautions” that mildly 
annoyed Missy but never actually spoke to her or interfered with her work. 
Since her call with Thomas, Rover had been tied to the elm tree out front. The dog was 
doing less barking now and more whining, straining in the direction Missy was headed. She 
considered petting the dog but figured she didn’t want to stir anything up if Mrs. Madison was 
still watching her under the dim light of the third-quarter moon. It wasn’t much to see by, and 
Missy could only barely tell that Thomas was holding a flashlight somewhere up ahead, aimed at 
the ground. Between where she was and where he was, however, Missy needed her phone’s 
light. 
“You took your time, Missy,” was the first greeting she got. But Missy knew what he 
wasn’t saying. Thomas was in his forties, hair not yet turned, and fit from working his fields. His 
arms were crossed, and the beam of his flashlight was wavering over a cabbage on the ground 
larger than a basketball. His knees knocked together whenever the wind blew, and only one shoe 
had managed to stay tied. In all the time it took Missy to arrive, she wondered why he hadn’t 
gone back to his house to get some extra clothes. 
“I got here as soon as I could, but you could’ve grabbed a jacket, Thomas.” Missy moved 
to the opposite side of the cabbage, crouching down and placing the first aid kit beside her. The 
cabbage rocked gently back and forth, and the leaves shifted outward every few seconds as 
though something were pushing at them from the inside. Soft gurgles issued from beneath the 
leaves. They both knew what to expect. 
“I know that.” Thomas remained standing, shifting from foot to foot and staring hard 
down at the vegetable. 
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Missy put her phone away and took a breath. Slowly, she pried away the leaves, bending 
them backward and holding them open so Thomas could shine the light inside. “Not the eyes!” 
she warned. The baby was pink, still, and silent. The cabbage had been doing the rocking. The 
inside of its leaves were slick, drawing thin, slimy strings to the baby. Missy sighed with relief 
when she saw the tiny chest rise and fall. Even with the barking dog, talking people, and cold 
night air, the baby didn’t cry; these farm births usually didn’t. These babies were always covered 
in slimy plant juice, more similar to aloe than blood, and they always smelled like cabbage. 
She unzipped her jacket and pulled the loose strings off in order to cradle the baby inside 
her jacket facing, but there was still an umbilical cord that tied the child back to the core of the 
cabbage. She ignored the wet mark forming on her shirt from the cabbage fluid except to notice 
that it was warm. Missy was acutely aware of each tiny shift in her arms. It blinked up at her, but 
could it see her? Missy looked away, instead settling on the white and blue umbilical cord that 
twisted and became green where it disappeared into the leaves. 
“Do you need help?” Thomas knelt now, too, fresh dirt stains on the knees of his jeans. 
Missy blinked hard, willing herself not to be tired at three o’clock in the morning. “Grab 
the string and scissors from the kit.” 
After the cord was cut, tied, and cleaned, Thomas picked up the shovel again and 
positioned it over the bizarre head of cabbage. 
“Wait,” Missy interrupted, holding the baby close to her for warmth. “Leave it. Just in 
case.” 
“R-right. I almost forgot.” Thomas was clearly upset at the idea of leaving the open 
cabbage there and what it meant if she had to come back to it. Missy knew those thoughts, and 
she didn’t comment on them. It upset her too. 
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Holding his flashlight as a guide, he led the way out of the bare cabbage patch. When 
their feet hit the gravel that extended across the front of his house and acted as a driveway, he 
spoke up again, “Do you want to stay for a bit, maybe get the little one cleaned up? Laura made 
some pot pie. You’re welcome to it.” 
Missy stopped for a moment, looking at Thomas before diverting her attention up to his 
two-story farmhouse. Thomas’s wife had left the doorway which meant the children were free to 
gather at the windows and gawk. 
Something inside her felt painfully sad and maybe a bit jealous. It wasn’t that she wanted 
a normal life, but she’d never had a big family and often wondered what having siblings would 
have been like. She couldn’t bring herself to be inserted somewhere she didn’t belong. “I don’t 
think so, Thomas. Thanks, but I’d rather get home so I can get some sleep.” 
“Another time, then.” 
 
The ride back to her apartment was uneventful. Missy carried the baby up the stairs of her 
apartment complex wrapped in her jacket, held to her chest, and breathing softly. While he slept, 
she found that she couldn’t, as much as she wanted to, so instead she thought about Thomas’s 
invitation to stay. Had he ever told his family, she wondered, ever told Laura that he was born in 
that cabbage patch? Did he ever tell her that that’s what they were doing when Missy made late 
night visitations to the fields? 
Granny had delivered Thomas on the Madison farm. She told the story to Missy a few 
times, said the look on the Madison parents’ faces were apparently priceless and that one almost 
fainted. Granny changed which one it was with each reiteration. And it was never talked about, 
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but Missy assumed Thomas had been told where he came from, and that’s why he kept letting 
her use his farm when she needed it. She never actually asked, just assumed at this point. 
Missy didn’t want to put the baby down yet, so she held him in one arm and brewed 
chamomile tea with her left hand, careful to keep his head supported. She couldn’t name him, 
couldn’t find the words to talk to him, didn’t know how much longer he’d be around. She sat in 
her bedroom and rocked him, tried to feed him from the single bottle of formula in her fridge, but 
he wouldn’t take it and wouldn’t cry for anything else, so all she could do was wait. They were 
never like normal births. It was like they knew that their life hadn’t started yet. 
At some point, she fell asleep in the rocking chair that was angled awkwardly in the 
corner of her small bedroom. It was left over from her mother’s house when they lived out in the 
sticks. Considering the family business, it seemed wise to keep it, however much it clashed with 
the minimal room decor or just didn’t really fit. Missy opened her eyes when she felt a violent 
jump in her chest as though an alarm had awoken her even though the entire apartment, and the 
motionless vegetable child in her arms, were quiet. 
It wasn’t that he looked like a vegetable, and she vaguely remembered washing him at 
some point last night-- this morning-- so he didn’t smell like one. She did, however, have to 
pluck off a few stray, green shoots from his arms even though they would have fallen off on their 
own. The small pricks they’d left were healed now, and he was a plump, healthy baby who just 
refused to eat, cry, or do much else for now. He would decide whether to act like a real baby or 
not after meeting his parents. That was how it always went. 
Missy tousled her hair and stood to put the baby on the bed while she checked the time 
and changed clothes, being still half in pajamas. It was nearly eight. It must have been her inner 
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clock that woke her up in time. It knew that she didn’t want to be late for something like this. 
She had to get ready and get on the road. 
*** 
“Don’t look at me like that.” The baby boy stared up at her but didn’t have enough 
control of his facial muscles to make a discernible expression yet. She projected her reservations 
onto the child; she knew that as soon as she’d opened her mouth to speak. She rolled her head to 
look out the driver’s side window to the front door of the house. No doubt the Joneses knew 
there was a strange car parked in their driveway and had to assume it was her. What was taking 
her so long? Good question. Missy took a deep breath and lifted the child from the car seat. 
She’d dressed the boy in blue, figured being obvious couldn’t hurt, and they could redress him 
however they wanted. He had Mrs. Jones’s black hair and his father’s brown eyes. She took a 
breath to calm herself. 
Missy looked at the wood paneled door, framed by the white siding of the house. There 
were even glass panels set neatly in a row. Considering that and the suburb filled with several-
storied houses she just drove through, then if anything, she thought, the child would be well 
cared for. 
Katrina answered the door expectantly and with a wide grin. “Miss Smith! Come in. I’m 
sorry Patrick’s not home. He had to run off to work.” Mrs. Jones led Missy into the large living 
room with a tall ceiling and wide couches, but Missy chose to remain standing. Not a moment 
later, infantile crying came from another room, and Katrina excused herself. Missy swore she 
almost heard the twinkle in the smile she gave. But when Katrina left the room, Missy’s face fell. 
Why was there already a child at home? The couple had said before that they tried and failed 
repeatedly to have a child of their own which was why they came to Missy in the first place. 
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Katrina returned after the crying stopped, child not in tow. “Sorry about that,” she said. 
“I’m babysitting my niece to prepare for parenthood, and-” she interrupted herself, apparently 
only just then noticing the bundle of blue in Missy’s arms. Her mouth fell just slightly open, and 
her eyes twisted with confusion. She spoke slowly as though measuring her words, “I wanted to 
thank you for all of your help. I was reading up online about how magic works, and it kept 
saying to wait for signs, and then as I was reading through Parenting, it hit me. Adoption. Being 
advertised right in the middle of the page. But… you have a baby there? Why wouldn’t we want 
to choose our own kid?” She kept a slight smirk on her face, maybe to mask her lack of 
understanding. 
Missy was dumbfounded. “Did you get the voicemail I left you-- last night?” She felt the 
stirring in her arms as though the baby finally realized it was in the presence of its mother and 
wanted to twist away from Missy. 
“Yeah. You said the delivery was here-- the delivery! Well, I agree, you delivered. 
Patrick and I are so happy with what you’ve done for us.” 
She almost wondered what Patrick’s actual opinion was. More importantly, “But this 
baby was supposed to be yours. Is yours. The delivery,” she objected. 
The befuddlement stretched down to Katrina’s mouth, causing it to twist up into her 
cheek. “I guess you could have taken it that literally. I almost thought you were going to actually 
make me pregnant... But don’t you think it’s important for the parents to make a decision like 
that? To choose the child for themselves?” Though she was oblivious to it, the baby stretched its 
arms out, away from Missy, trying to bridge the gap between him and Katrina as though he knew 
by instinct who he belonged to. 
“You could choose this one.” 
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“I don’t want that one. It’s not mine, you know? We didn’t choose to bring it into our 
lives. Please understand. I mean, we’re satisfied, no refund needed. That’s all you need to hear, 
right?” Katrina was overly apologetic in her apparent need to be polite. Even at her simple 
words, the baby curled back into Missy’s chest and settled down again. Katrina walked them out 
shortly after. 
*** 
 It was noon, but the chill bit through her clothes despite the sun. The baby had fallen 
asleep a couple hours ago, as soon as he’d been buckled back into the car seat. Her tires crunched 
gravel, the rattle moving through Missy’s car and alleviating only some of her numbness. She 
parked and swallowed hard, carefully scooping up the baby. The normal clatter of the shutting 
car door startled her. 
 Thomas was waiting, stiff where he stood in the field, phone in one hand and a shovel in 
the other. The cabbage leaves at his feet lay open, drooping. As Missy stepped closer, she could 
see his puffy eyes and wet cheeks. His jaw was gritted. It was never easy for him. She could tell 
he wanted to speak and waited, missing the feeling of movement in her arms. 
 “Can’t he be put up for adoption or go to an orphanage? Just this once?” Missy heard the 
croak in his voice. She wished she could cry with him, to show him there was no shame. 
 “Momma always said that was a bad idea.” 
 “You’re not Granny. You can do something different.” Thomas gripped the shovel with 
white knuckles. If she had to guess, he shook more from his grip rather than the cold air. 
 Missy’s expression softened. “I know. But it’s fallen asleep now, and it won’t eat. It’s 
been refused by its parents. It’s going to die anyway, so there’s no point.” 
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 “It-- he-- can find new parents.” 
 “It’s dying, Thomas. Do you want to hold it or do you want to dig?”  
The soil crunched, the shovel penetrating a thin layer of frost. The wind gave a soft 
moan, almost a whimper, that echoed in Missy’s ears. She thought about it; maybe the sound was 
actually Rover. Or perhaps it was Thomas. Missy wanted to sigh in disapproval, but she was 
busy fighting off emotions herself that only manifested in heated, squinting eyes. Dirt showered 
the hard ground beside the wilted cabbage, and she relieved her arms of their dead weight. She 
laid the cold, curled figure in the leaves it came from then put them both back into the ground. 
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Choice of Two Ends 
 
Don’t look at it; don’t even look in its direction. Just take your plate and back awkwardly 
past it out the door. Stare instead at the ceiling, at your TV dinner-- at anything else. Sink into 
the old upholstery and flick the channel. And flick the channel. And flick the channel. You even 
manage to turn to a show you like, but you can still hear it chatting away in the kitchen like it 
exists. Massage your eyes. Pointless. Cover your ears. Uncover them. It’s still talking. 
Look down; your food is untouched rice and beef from an ugly, green-painted, cardboard 
box. It had practically ripped itself in half before even entering the microwave. Cheap 
construction. And now the food is cold. It crossed your mind that maybe the thing in the kitchen 
would have stopped existing if you forgot about it, but now that you’re thinking about it again, 
you can hear the speaking clearly, not like the TV static or mental fog that you expected 
hallucinations to be. But how did they start; where are they coming from? That thing didn’t exist 
yesterday. No-- it doesn’t exist even now. 
Back in the present moment, and you hear silence-- from the kitchen, at least. The 
television is airing a rerun of a popular show’s season finale, one of those that are riding on the 
trend of calling back to myth and fairytale. It started out as something involving a lonely witch 
befriending her vegetable garden. You’re not quite sure what it’s turned into, and you barely 
manage to follow the storyline of this one episode for long enough to finish eating. You look 
down to find yourself scraping the last of the vegetable- preservative sauce around with your 
fork. 
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The thought of reentering the kitchen to throw away the tray almost crosses your mind 
when you are instead distracted by the turning of the doorknob and the faint crinkle of plastic. 
You set aside the dinnerware and hurriedly cross to the door.  
You peck the intruder on the cheek, but when you attempt to relieve Josh of his groceries, 
he pulls them out of reach, saying he’s got them and that can you help unload more from the car. 
This was, of course, after he thanked you for opening the door for him.  
After the trip downstairs, you return and hear rustling plastic from the kitchen and move 
to join in the unpacking. When asked, you affirm that yours was the last load. He momentarily 
frees his hands, moves to the window, comically holds his face to the glass, and presses the 
button on the key fob until the car beeps. Twice. You know he does it just to make you smile. 
The two of you make short work with storing the remaining goods, and as you restock the 
vegetable cans, you see it and jump. You forgot it existed until now; it’d been so quiet. You hear 
a short laugh behind you and feel hands snake around your waist. The normally casual action 
feels belittling when paired with the noise. You look away from where his chin rests on your 
shoulder and respond to his unasked question by asking your own: where in the nine hells did he 
get the creepy pumpkin from? 
It’s the size and color of a deflated basketball, shrivelled right around the middle to 
vaguely resemble furrowed eyebrows and a wide, tight-lipped mouth. In fact the expression it 
seems to wear almost seems irritated. You suspect for a moment that Josh might be ignorant of 
its existence or how it got to be on the kitchen counter. Thinking about how the pumpkin had 
disturbed your dinner, you suspect that Josh might confirm the suspicion that you’re losing your 
goddamn mind. Instead he chuckles again and says he thought of you when he picked it up at 
that local farmer’s market on his way back from morning errands. He thought you’d be amused 
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by the food with the face. You feel the corners of your mouth frown harder. Dropping his tone, 
he asks if it shouldn’t have crossed his mind as something you would appreciate. The thumb 
circles he starts over your sweater betray his slight guilt.  
At least you had to admit to yourself that, under normal circumstances, that kind of thing 
would be right up your alley. 
 
Look at your hand; watch as you repeat the rows of nail impressions on your palm. It is 
an odd affirmation of reality-- not that you theoretically couldn’t harm yourself in a dream but 
that you’d never think of it. You don’t think so at least. Deep breath. This is reality. And with the 
comfort that the antics you’re about to get up to won’t be witnessed by Josh, you leave the 
bedroom. You remember him telling you where he was going to be, but you don’t remember 
what he actually said. It feels like whatever it was implied that he would still be gone by the time 
you left for work which was a couple hours from now. The point was that you had the alone time 
you needed to test your mental stability. 
The back of a kitchen chair provides the barrier you feel you need. You curl your legs 
under it and stare across the back of the chair to the pumpkin on the counter. It doesn’t seem as 
tight-lipped this morning compared to yesterday. It speaks, and you shiver. Look down. Your 
palm is pink, and you make fresh marks, deeper than before so you really feel the sting. You’re 
awake. The pumpkin repeats what it said in a more insistent tone, a simple greeting. Did its 
mouth move? You weren’t paying attention, and you swear the corners of your eyes picked up 
on something. Good morning, you echo. Look down. Relax your grip on the chair. You’re okay. 
It’s just a pumpkin. Clear your throat. But it’s a pumpkin. 
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You start with small, meaningless chatter that progress to yesterday’s events. It expressed 
distress at having been ignored for a majority of yesterday. The pumpkin’s voice is gruff and 
unnatural, and you don’t stop to think about how the sounds are possible. You only respond 
when it pauses, apologizing for thinking it couldn’t actually speak. The words leave your mouth, 
but your head shakes in disbelief. Were you not actually sorry or just regretting the way it was 
phrased? Yesterday, it was crying out for you to listen, to acknowledge its existence, it says. But 
you walked away, moved right by it without even glancing downward. You feel nauseous, and 
that sensation mixes with the tense frown on your face to create something more than just guilt. 
You almost have to physically push the corners of your mouth up to get them to change shape. 
You feel leaden and detached from yourself at the same time.  
Your eyes burn. You haven’t been blinking as often as you should, and now they’re 
watering. The pumpkin seems to take that as an apology, and its tone shifts to something less 
offended. It wonders when you left to get groceries and then why you stared at it, muttering to 
yourself what sounded to him like a regretted purchase. You stop the pumpkin before it 
continues, correcting it-- you were talking to Josh. You almost apologize for the confusion until 
the pumpkin now interrupts you. You blink deliberately and ask it to repeat the question, who is 
Josh? You repeat what Josh told you: morning, farmer’s market, kitchen counter. No, the 
pumpkin replied. You had picked it up at the farmer’s market on Old Plank Road. It was 
insistent, a tone you gathered purely from speech rather than any facial cues. No, you insist, 
almost angry now, Josh had picked him up. He’d told you so himself. But the pumpkin insists 
that you had been standing in the kitchen alone. You lose all warmth in your fingers and toes. 
Your eyes burn again. 
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Drum on the table. Stop, it’s annoying. Flip through the menu. You’re not hungry. You’ll 
have to eat eventually, but you’re more than happy to wait for Josh to arrive first, even if 
“happy” isn’t even remotely the right word. Will Josh even show up? You tell the waitress that 
you were waiting on one other person, but the uninvited house guest did a good job of giving you 
the suspicion that Josh was just as much a figment of your imagination as you thought the 
pumpkin had been. Until you get confirmation one way or the other, you just shift your seating 
position, thumb the menu, drum on the table, and sip your water. 
You tried to take respite in your work earlier that day, you swear, but you still found 
yourself gritting your teeth and causing minor self-harm with your fingernails, nevermind what 
you were actually supposed to be focusing on. You weren’t convinced that you’d imagined Josh, 
but it was also Josh who acknowledged the pumpkin’s existence, the reverse of which hadn’t 
been true. So if the pumpkin, who’d done well at existing so far, wasn’t real, what did that mean 
about Josh? Could two people share an identical hallucination or was he also a figment? Could 
they both exist at the same time, or did one of them have to be unreal? You shake your head and 
return mentally to the restaurant. 
You look up when greeted with unexpected enthusiasm. You can’t help but to focus your 
attention immediately around the approaching Josh to see if anyone else acknowledges his 
presence. But look at him; he’s so damn happy. You almost never go out to restaurants, so he 
must think tonight is something to smile about. The real reason would only spoil his fun, so you 
keep it to yourself.  
Despite your hopes, he’s quick to pick up on your new, neurotic mannerisms. He extends 
his hand to cover yours and comments on how cold it is. It’s too late to pull your hand away, 
though you wish you had. His palm’s warmth should be comforting, you think, but the 
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acknowledgement that it isn’t invites you to distract yourself with the menu. You want to tell 
him what’s wrong, and you almost do. If you can’t talk to Josh, who can you talk to? You sigh 
and instead make up a complaint about work that day which proves hard when you can’t 
remember anything about work that day to base the lie on. Josh squeezes your hand and pulls 
away. He didn’t buy your story. 
You order, and the waitress walks away from your table. You curse yourself for not 
thinking to make Josh order instead or paying attention to where the waitress looked-- if she 
looked at him. They all seemed like insignificant details before today. Josh takes the opportunity 
to begin talking in your moment of attentiveness. Did he say something about the pumpkin back 
in the apartment? Well, you’re talking about it now. You clumsily fish for information, not trying 
to spill the answer you’re looking for. He looks concerned a moment, and his usual confidence is 
reduced to folding his hands around his water glass. Old Plank Road is the answer he gives, the 
one you’re looking for. 
 
Steady your breathing. Go to sleep. You’re as far away from Josh as you can be without 
falling off the bed. You’re cold; you miss when you could press your bare feet against his legs 
and leech his warmth. But you’re afraid to even turn over in bed for fear of finding an empty 
pillow. 
 
Which is what you wake up to. There’s an indention there, but you reason that you could 
have easily tossed in the restless night and switched pillows. Your stomach is empty, but you’re 
not hungry. There’s no Josh here to insist that breakfast is the most important meal of the day, 
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off on another errand of some kind. He broke his usual pattern by not whispering his morning 
plans into your ear, or maybe he did, and you just don’t remember. 
Your feet are clammy, an uncomfortable sensation that persuades you to put on slippers. 
You consider against it but inevitably drag yourself into the kitchen, not to eat, but to hold 
uneasy conversation. It’s still talking, still just as real as before. Thinking of his existence, you 
start talking about food. You state absently how Josh cooks-- sometimes. You remember the 
dinner you ate the day you and the pumpkin met. Of course, Josh hadn’t cooked that day; he 
worked late but picked up groceries in anticipation of last night-- which you robbed him of by 
calling him after your work and suggesting going out to eat instead. Since the pumpkin’s arrival, 
there has been no cooking in this kitchen, so the idea that Josh was a fabrication remained 
unsettling. You have prior memories of candle-lit, at-home “dates” with his cooking and the 
meticulous way he clothed and arranged the kitchen table for “special occasions.” 
On impulse, you test a theory. You lift the pumpkin and memorize the feel of the leathery 
skin. Real. Not a plastic toy, either. The pumpkin protests the odd angles at which you hold it. 
You set it back down, and it huffs. 
 
At work, you try to reach out. You complain to Monica about the sudden differences you 
feel, the uncomfortable rift opening up between you and Josh. She says that she’d only ever 
thought you guys were the cutest couple she’d ever heard of, from the stories you’ve told her. 
And that’s the problem, you think, she’s only ever heard the stories, never seen him herself. 
She’s no help at all. 
After work, you don’t return home. You roll down the window to shock your cheeks with 
the brisk air. Read the road signs: Aspen, Little Cairo… Old Plank. You turn. Your mind 
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wanders. How many times had you passed by this road, and it was never nearly as significant as 
it seemed to be right now? Before this week, it might as well have not existed. 
Pull over. It’s not a very long road; it’s not even on the side of any important road that 
you expect Josh to pass on his way home. And this is the only produce stand on it. In front of a 
run-down shack is a faded sign selling single pieces of produce for cents. There’s no one to man 
the stand and no produce on or around it. You look around to be sure. There’s no one anywhere. 
Stand for a minute. Breathe. What does this mean? It’s clear that no one has stood in this spot for 
years. No people, no produce, no pumpkin. But there is a pumpkin. Cross your arms. Get back in 
the car. Don’t grit your teeth. Don’t scream. Don’t look in the rearview mirror; the faded, 
splintered wood is still there. Would it be worse if it weren’t? Give up on speculations and just 
go home. 
 
Cinnamon. Nutmeg. Pumpkin? Your shoes land haphazardly on the carpet, not tucked 
neatly into the corner like normal. You follow the smell into the kitchen and see Josh with his 
blue oven mitts opening the oven door and closing it again. 
He turns immediately when you enter and presses the oven mitts together with 
apprehension. It’s on his face, too: the wide eyes and pursed lips. He quickly explains, thinking 
that you’ve been sick, or using your excuse from the other day (which takes you a moment to 
realize was only yesterday), saying that work must have been awfully stressful lately. He’s says 
that he’s noticed, and he wants to make you feel better. It feels like an apology. You shake your 
head, a small motion that neither of you comment on. 
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You don’t feel the movement of your body but see the empty counter space beside the 
door then turn and crouch to peer into the oven. Beyond the intense, orange rectangle is a metal 
pie tin and the scent of allspice. You stand straight again and stare at Josh. Blink. 
Your arms are around his neck, and he nearly loses his balance. You feel the hesitancy as 
he returns the embrace. You make the point to thank him out loud, and the grip becomes 
genuine. You think that he must be wondering why his shoulder is wet and why you’ve lost 
control of your breathing, but you have time for all that later. Coming down from your scare, all 
you care about right now is that the choice was made. 
 
It’s later. Done. He removes the dish. He makes dinner, and later still, slices into the 
dessert. Swallow and say nothing. You’ve eaten plenty of pumpkin pies in your life. You love 
them, but you have to choke this one down. Your metal fork screeches against the plate. Thank 
Josh. Thank him again. Excuse yourself upstairs. Think about everything that transpired. It feels 
wrong, very, very wrong. You lose your stomach in the bathroom. 
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Jessica Kulibert 
Benny’s Jacket and the Marvelous Overcoat 
 It was such a peculiar thing, Margaret thought. Who would make such a garment? The 
first thing she noticed was the variety of buttons; it was unlikely they were original to the piece. 
Each was a different size, shape, and material, one mother of pearl, and one was even a vintage, 
white, Coca-Cola bottle cap. The entire jacket was made of an olive-green corduroy with 
exaggerated cuffs, breast pockets, and collar, held down with buttons. Not even those buttons 
were uniform, and they’d all have to be replaced. She thought she might have spare, wooden 
buttons from a previous project, but did she have twelve of them? 
 She sighed and leaned back in her armchair. Her apartment was quiet, and she rarely had 
visitors. But that’s what she got for working all the time, and on top of that, bringing discarded 
things from work to make projects out of them. She told herself she didn’t have time to get out 
and do anything, but the truth was that it was easier to stick to this routine than to try anything 
new. 
 She’d found this green, corduroy jacket in the most recent donations to the costume shop 
she managed. The stock manager, Georgia, who was in charge of storing and organizing 
costumes, was planning on throwing it out. She was right to think they’d never have a use for it, 
and there were hardly any salvageable pieces. The elbows especially were worn down to the 
bottom of the wales, but that’s what happened with piled fabrics. Margaret had been double-
checking inventory for a new production when she heard about the donations and had to rescue 
this piece. 
 She’d rescued a lot of projects this way; she missed working directly with her hands. This 
jacket in particular was sized for an adult but with childlike proportions. Feeling like she could 
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live vicariously through this odd garment, she had to take it with her. It seemed foolish now 
since it was only a jacket, but she was determined to finish it all the same. 
 Margaret spent a week outside of work replacing the buttons and mending some loose or 
outright torn seams. It was clear to her that someone had tried mending it before, but they’d used 
coral-pink thread and seemed to only know how to whip-stitch. These errors had to be fixed first. 
And when it came around to it, the large, two-holed, wooden buttons she had in her desk drawer 
fit perfectly with the childish theme, as she had hoped. After many nights of bending over the 
domestic sewing machine in her apartment, she could finally lift up the jacket and say that it was 
finished. It looked like a complete piece again rather than the equivalent of a patchwork quilt. 
  She lifted herself from her machine, lamenting sitting down for so long with the sorry 
state of her knees. She had ran cross-country back in high school and twisted her ankles a dozen 
times, but with her age, it was her knees that failed her. She drew herself to her full height and 
lifted the jacket into the air to admire her work. Working on it had been a nice little adventure for 
a while, trying to imagine where it came from or what its original intentions were, but that was 
over now. Well, it couldn’t hurt to at least try it on, she thought. After all, it was about her size. 
 Margaret slipped her arms into the sleeves and pulled the fronts together, flipped up the 
collar where it’d gotten tucked under against her neck. Actually, the fit was almost remarkable. 
The hem came down to her hips, the shoulders were sufficiently narrow, and the sleeves touched 
the edge of her palms. Those were all the observations she could make before the room began 
shifting around her, like she was struck with vertigo. She shivered with fever, and everything 
spun. She tried to stabilize herself on the edge of the desk, but she fell to her knees. All she could 
think to do was concentrate on her breathing. She panicked and thought to shout, but by the time 
she opened her mouth, the room had settled back into place. And something felt gravely wrong. 
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 She felt different, and everything looked different. Her apartment and all of its furniture 
was larger, and all of her limbs felt shorter and like they didn’t belong to her. It reminded her of 
getting her teeth pulled and the way her entire cheek was numb, rubbery flesh still attached to the 
rest of her. Her sensations were slowly recovering from this numbness, and her body didn’t fit 
her anymore. She looked at her hands; the skin was taut, clear of her freckles, wrinkles, or 
protruding veins, and the nails were wider and cut shorter. 
 She stumbled over to the bathroom. Unfamiliar with moving these new limbs, she still 
noticed the fluidity of her joints. Had she de-aged? Was this the jacket, or was she just losing her 
mind? In the bathroom she was chest-high with the counter, and the mirror was too high up on 
the wall for her to see into. She hoisted her green-sleeved arms, daring the climb onto the counter 
rather than looking for a stool. She simply felt able enough to do so, but she did it with all the 
grace of a toddler. 
 Stabilizing herself, she looked up and saw the face of a small, mousy-haired boy in a 
green, corduroy jacket. The shock of the unfamiliarity nearly toppled her from the counter. Her 
arms swung wildly for balance, and she gripped the faucet to pull herself forward again. This boy 
in the mirror was young, between nine and twelve, she guessed. She touched her face which was 
the boy’s face and noticed the difference in bone structure: less pronounced cheekbones, a wider 
jaw, a few other details. He looked as bewildered as she felt, staring out at her with his dark, 
brown eyes. 
 “What is going on… who are you?” she asked the boy kneeling on her counter. 
 The faintest impression was illuminated in the back of her mind like someone was 
watching her, and she heard a young boy’s voice say, “I’m Benny, and you are, too.” 
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 Margaret closed her eyes and shivered. She turned to look behind her, but no one was 
there. Returning to the mirror, she noted that the boy in the mirror moved as she did, spoke as 
she did, rather than with the voice in her head. “Benny? How are you here? How am I you?” she 
asked. 
 “You’re wearing my jacket.” 
 “Your jacket? But it was too big for you.” 
 “It wasn’t made for me, but it fit when I put it on.” 
 Margaret wondered if it was a coincidence that it fit her when she put it on, too. It was 
obviously magical, and there was no way she was going to be able to rationalize around that. She 
was clearly awake and couldn’t think of any way to prove that she wasn’t. She’d had a 
completely ordinary day up until this point. Then an unsettling thought struck her. “Were you the 
last owner of this jacket?” 
 The boy’s response was simple and immediate, “No, I had it first.” But that didn’t really 
assuage her fear that he’d died in it and now was haunting it. It’s one thing to wear the garment 
of someone who was now dead, but it’s something entirely different to wear a jacket that 
someone had died in. She also thought that maybe she didn’t want to know. 
 “Benny?” she thought for a moment to confirm that that was his name. “I’m not really 
comfortable with this.” 
 “With what?” 
 Margaret slid back down to the floor. Rather than being in her slippers, she wore beaten, 
leather shoes, she guessed from the early eighteenth century. Was Benny that old? And if she 
still looked so young, wasn’t that proof enough that he was a ghost? She shivered again. “With 
being you. I didn't know the jacket would do this. Can I just take it off?” 
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 “No, don’t go yet! I haven’t had anyone to talk to in forever,” Benny whined. “And you 
just got here.” 
 “Benny, I’m a grown woman. I can’t be a little boy.” Margaret walked out of the 
bathroom, small hands on the unclosed jacket fronts. She wanted to take it off because it just felt 
so strange, but she hesitated. 
 “Just stay, please? Please, please? We can go outside and play on the playground and get 
ice cream.” As he suggested these things, the jacket seemed to zing with enthusiasm. It felt like 
static on the tips of Margaret’s fingers. 
 “I can’t. Just… not now,” she said and sloughed off the jacket in one move, letting it fall 
to the floor behind her. Again the room spun but quicker this time, and somehow, it was less 
disorienting. She was back to her sweater and loose-fitted trousers, her proper height and other 
body proportions. And the voice in her head was gone. She turned slowly, stooping to lift the 
jacket from the floor. If all of that hadn’t been real, she would have had no need to discard it in 
this way. Benny was a strange kid, and Margaret felt sad for him. But more pressing was her 
need for a drink of water and a place to sit. 
 She had a hard time sleeping that night, replaying meeting Benny and wondering about 
him and the jacket, how it came to be and what she was going to do with it now. She considered 
her schedule. She had work Saturday and Sunday, but her Monday was free. She would decide 
what to do with it then. In the meantime, it was going to stay firmly out of sight in the back of 
her closet. 
*** 
 What did the kid even want? Margaret stared blankly at her computer screen, not reading 
the words there concerning costume house efforts and shipments. Primarily, they did rentals of 
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their stock, but occasionally, they’d get custom orders to fulfill, and those were often bought. 
Made-to-orders or MTOs, they were called. But she couldn’t focus on any of that right now. 
Repeatedly for the past couple of days, she’d been distracted. How odd her life suddenly seemed. 
 She sighed. It was time to get up and walk around, check on things, and she was pretty 
sure she had to have a discussion with the floor manager about… something. She hoped she’d 
remember it by the time she walked over there. The jacket, though, was she going to get rid of it? 
*** 
 She found the jacket in her hands once more. The sun was going to be up for a few more 
hours, and she had to admit that she was curious. What opportunity would she miss by just 
getting rid of it? And if it really was as unnerving as she remembered, she’d just have to tell 
Benny straight and find the jacket somewhere else to live. She didn’t think she could keep it 
knowing that he was in there or however his occupation of the jacket worked. But could she 
really get rid of it not knowing if someone else was going to throw it away? No, enough 
thinking. She had to figure out what her choice was going to be. 
 Margaret slid into the jacket once more, and before she had the buttons together, her body 
shivered violently, and she was Benny again. Apparently he wore suspenders and a cotton shirt 
under the jacket. 
 “You’re back!” came Benny’s voice again. The extra presence wasn’t so uncomfortable 
to Margaret; it was like when she read different characters’ voices in her head, only she didn’t 
know what this one was going to say before it spoke. 
 “Yeah,” she replied simply. 
 “I thought you hated me when you left yesterday.” 
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 She grabbed her keys from her purse hanging by the door. What else would she need if 
she was leaving the house? Maybe her credit card? No, she looked like a little kid, and she’d 
never trust a little kid with her card. And if they checked the name, no one would believe that 
Benny was Margaret Piller. She didn’t even know what she might buy, but she brought a little 
cash anyway. She hadn’t eaten dinner yet, come to think of it. She didn’t know how comfortable 
she was with ordering dinner as Benny. Then she caught the tail end of what Benny said. “That 
wasn’t yesterday. It was a few days ago.” 
 Benny was silent for a little while. When he spoke again, it sounded as though he might 
have filled that silence with a shrug, “I can’t tell. Every time someone wears my jacket feels like 
a different day.” 
 “Can’t you tell what happens outside the jacket?” Margaret was already locking the door 
behind her and walking out to the parking lot. She had her entire keychain, including the car 
keys, but Benny would be too short to see over the wheel, she suspected. They’d have to take the 
bus. 
 “No, not when there isn’t someone here to wear it.” Then he got excited, “Are we going 
to the playground?” 
 “No, there’s no playground here.” Suddenly the jacket seemed a bit heavier. “There’s a 
park though.” And it lightened again. An odd quality, she thought. 
 “Are we going there?” 
 Margaret liked being outside, but walking or standing for too long hurt her knees. Being 
Benny, though, none of her joints hurt at all. She was sufficiently warm wearing his clothes even 
if Benny was likely to be mistaken for Oliver Twist. “Sure, we could,” she replied. 
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 If anyone thought a prepubescent boy riding the bus on his own was odd, no one said 
anything, and Margaret was adamant about keeping it that way. She wasn’t sure she could come 
up with a convincing lie on the spot. Visiting her mother at work, maybe? She’d have to come up 
with something better. 
 She breathed a little easier once she got off the bus and into the park. How likely were 
people to bully children for their possessions? She had the wisdom of an adult not to accept 
things from strangers or get into any vehicles. But what if she was being chased? How likely was 
that, and could she get away? She felt relatively invisible as herself, but as Benny, she stuck out. 
 In the meantime, the jacket silently zinged with what Margaret assumed was Benny 
taking in the surroundings. He apparently really liked trees and tall grass. She felt compelled to 
run over to them, and she did. The zing was somewhat infectious, and she ran with a smile on her 
face. “You really like being outside, huh?” she asked. Try as she might, he couldn’t hear her 
thoughts as she had, at one point, suspected. 
 “It’s been forever since I’ve been outside. I love it! Dad never let me go outside ever.” 
Margaret was cautious, but as long as she didn’t feel pulled too far off the park path, she let 
Benny’s enthusiasm drive her around. 
“You have a father? Or had?” she asked. Benny wanted to stop by flowers in bloom and 
climb trees which she stopped by literally halting the motions of his arms and legs reaching for 
higher branches.  
“But I want to climb!” he said. 
 “No, Benny, it’s dangerous, and you’re not allowed to climb on park trees.” 
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 A jogging couple passed by just then. They looked over with bewildered expressions then 
turned to speak to each other, maybe finding it odd that Benny was reminding himself of the park 
rules. “But I want to,” he protested. 
 “You can’t do everything you want to.” 
 He pouted, and she had to repeat her question from earlier. He responded with, “Yeah, he 
never let me leave the workshop.” 
 Margaret felt a weight return to the jacket like it was wet. “What do you mean he never 
let you leave?” 
 Benny was quiet for a while, and Margaret turned them back around toward the park 
entrance. “I don’t want to talk about that,” he said. 
 Margaret was curious, but she’d leave it alone for now. “How about some dinner, then?” 
 “Okay.” He sounded like he was still thinking about something upsetting. 
 Margaret took them to a pizza place known for its basic cheese and pepperoni. Normally 
she didn’t eat pizza; it was a greasy food that didn’t sit on her stomach very well. But Benny 
insisted, and who knew how eating as Benny was going to work? She stood outside Pepperita’s 
Pizza but hesitated to go in. 
 “Hey, what’s wrong?” 
 “I don’t know if I can do this, Benny. There are people inside that I’ll have to actually 
talk to as you. I’m used to just going to the grocery store and cooking my own food.” She 
wondered why she walked here; no, she knew why. Kids liked pizza, and Benny seemed upset 
earlier. Even though they’d only known each other for a few hours, she wanted to keep him 
happy. 
 “It’s not that bad. I’m sure there are nice people in there.” 
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 Margaret entered uneasily and was seated alone. The waitress asked where her parents 
were, and Benny whispered to her. She repeated, “My mom is working late, and she said I 
should go ahead and get something to eat.” 
 “Did she give you money to pay for food?” the waitress asked, looking both concerned 
and a bit put off. 
 Margaret just nodded and waited for the waitress to leave. She asked Benny when he 
came up with a lie like that, and it launched them into a conversation about Benny’s previous 
“friends” which Margaret gathered meant the previous people who’d owned Benny’s jacket. 
There were almost half a dozen, and one of them had first thought of the lie. 
 When her slice of pizza arrived, Margaret’s stomach rolled over with disgust. The smell 
was familiar yet revolting. “What’s going on? I like spinach.” 
 “No, spinach is gross.”  
“Why didn’t you say so before?” 
“I wasn’t paying attention.” 
Margaret was struck with a deep sadness as she had to pick the leaves off her cheese 
pizza before she could eat it. She didn’t like this revelation that she had a new taste palate at all. 
 When she finished, Margaret paid, tipped, and left as quickly as she could. She felt 
overwhelmed by a childish sense of self-pity that resulted in pouting. She knew it was because 
she didn’t get to enjoy her spinach and cheese pizza. As much as she knew this feeling was 
unreasonable and more influenced by Benny than anything, she still felt it quite strongly. And 
there was no point in asking Benny why he didn’t like spinach; she remembered when she was a 
child and didn’t like certain vegetables either. 
 “Where are we going now?” he asked. 
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 “Home,” she replied. 
 “Why? I want to play more.” 
 “It’s getting dark. I want to go home.” 
 “No, it’s only been a few hours. Can’t I stay out longer?” 
 “Benny, I can’t. I want to go home and take a bath and relax before work tomorrow.” 
 Benny protested a bit more, but ultimately, Margaret had made up her mind, and she took 
the bus back to her apartment complex. Part of her felt a petty satisfaction from denying him 
something he wanted like he’d denied her what she’d wanted. But when she later removed the 
jacket, those sensations were disrobed with it.  
*** 
 A few days later, and they were back in the park after work. In the spring, the days were 
getting steadily longer. Since Benny liked spending time outside, she tried to catch as much time 
in the sun as she could. She wasn’t sure how to reconcile it with herself, but his youthful sense of 
adventure was refreshing, and she’d missed that. At first, she still prevented him from doing 
reckless things like climbing or balancing on places not specifically meant for it. In truth, she 
revelled in the regained range of motion as well. After a while, she even let him climb the trees 
in the park. She didn’t care anymore; it was fun, and she just felt so damn sure of herself. What 
was anyone going to do if they saw Benny in the tree, silently berate his nonexistent parents for 
being negligent? If a police officer came by, that was going to be another thing, but it hadn’t 
happened yet. 
 Over time, Benny even loosened up about his past and his father. He didn’t know if he 
had a mother, but his father had kept him in his workshop where he made the corduroy jacket. 
And one day, Benny took the jacket and ran off. Margaret got a feeling that he took the jacket 
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out of a sense of jealousy. Whoever Benny’s father was, he seemed to put a lot more care and 
attention into the things he made rather than Benny. The boy definitely didn’t seem to regret his 
decision, but when she asked what happened to him or how he became part of the jacket, he said 
he didn’t know. 
 Dangling a foot from the tree branch that she had their arms wrapped around, she sensed 
a kind of tension or discomfort in the jacket, like it suddenly wasn’t as tailored to him as she 
once thought. “What’s wrong, Benny?” she asked. 
 “He always finds me,” he said. 
 “Your father? What do you mean he always finds you?” 
 “Whenever someone finds me, he does too. I keep running away and having to make new 
friends.” 
 “How does he find you?” 
 “I don’t know. He has a giant window in his workshop that he looks through. I think it 
just takes him a while… I’m going to lose you, too, Margaret. He’ll find me, and you’ll run 
home and hide me, and I’ll never see you again.” With the jacket’s depressing weight, Margaret 
finally felt the cool air biting through the fabric, and she climbed out of the tree. It was about 
time to head home anyway. 
 She wasn’t sure how to respond to Benny other than what felt like a lie, “Maybe it’ll be 
different this time.” But with how he’d been describing his father, she wasn’t so sure. He 
sounded like a fairytale character. Benny said he made hats, shoes, scarves, anything related to 
sewing or costume crafts, and they all seemed to have somewhat magical properties, by Benny’s 
descriptions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
38 
 Margaret took the jacket off when she got back home and carefully hung it in the small 
closet by the front door. What if there was a man that was going to try to take Benny from her? 
 
 With Benny’s adventurous nature, Margaret stayed out later and later, as much as her 
good common sense would allow, spurred on by Benny’s courage and enthusiasm. When she 
was Benny, she seemed to have boundless energy and was never uncomfortable or cold as long 
as Benny stayed happy. To that extent, she always tried to keep him happy, and his presence 
became a new normal for her. She asked him far more things about himself than he ever asked of 
her, though he did ask what she did for a job. He wasn’t too thrilled to hear she worked with 
fabric and garments like his father. 
 They were on their way home an hour past sunset when Margaret spotted a man’s 
shadow in the park path’s lamp light up ahead. He had an imposing, rectangular silhouette and a 
round, bald head. The jacket felt like it instantly shrunk on Margaret, too tight to move her arms 
comfortably or really breathe. “It’s him!” Benny gasped. “Run, Margaret!” They’d gotten to 
know the park paths well the past few weeks, and she took off in the opposite direction, planning 
one circling around to the entrance. If she had to, she could leap off the path as well, and she bet 
that she could still find her way back. 
 “Benny,” the man behind them called. “You won’t outrun me this time.” 
 “Margaret, do something!” Benny cried. 
 She dashed through the grass as fast as Benny’s legs could carry her. She remembered 
her days spent running through forest paths for cross country, but she couldn’t revel in the 
memory, and Benny’s young legs were hardly her conditioned, near-adult ones. He had seemed 
so confident before that he had outrun his father on previous encounters, but whenever she 
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glanced back, he closed the distance between them. More than that, he didn’t seem to be putting 
near as much effort into the chase as they were to fleeing. He almost seemed to be walking, yet 
each time she looked back, he was closer. 
 Finally, the inevitable came, and Margaret felt a yank on the back of Benny’s collar, 
causing her immediate stop. She yelped and twisted so that she faced the ground and grabbed the 
hand behind her neck, but she couldn’t yank herself free. “That’s enough!” commanded the man. 
His voice wasn’t the most intimidating, but his tone was that of a scolding father. 
 “You’ve made me chase you for far too long. I’m done. I don’t know who your new 
friend is, but they are going to take this jacket off, and we’re going home.” 
 The heart in her chest fluttered and beat against Benny’s ribcage. “No, you can’t take him 
away!” Margaret shouted. “You have no right to take him somewhere he doesn’t want to be!” 
 “I have the right to reclaim what’s mine, what I made with my own hands. Did he tell you 
he stole this jacket?”  
He had a vice grip on the collar, and finally Margaret had to give up trying to be free of it 
for now. “Yes, but he’s part of it now. If you take the jacket, you’re kidnapping him.” She spoke 
still in a panicked tone and said whatever was at the front of her racing mind. 
 “Thieves shouldn’t be allowed to keep what they’ve stolen, even if they’ve passed it onto 
others. You certainly have no right to keep it.” 
 “Wait, wait, you like sewing, right?” 
 The man seemed irritated now, she judged based on his grip. Margaret turned over to face 
forward again and strained to look up into the man that was holding Benny captive. He was bald, 
as she had suspected, with dark, piercing eyes and a pronounced brow that cast deeper shadows 
over his face than what was already obscured in the darkness of the park. They were only barely 
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close enough to a path light for Margaret to see that much, and she couldn’t make out an exact 
expression.  
 “What if we made it a contest, your sewing against mine, and if I win, I get to keep 
Benny?” 
 The man went still, and when he spoke, he sounded irritated, “And when I win?” 
 Margaret winced. What could she even put up against a magical jacket? Benny almost 
seemed hopeful. Terrified and on the verge of tears, but hopeful. “You’re a good sewer, 
Margaret, you can do it. You have to,” he told her. 
 “Myself. I have the experience necessary to do all the parts of creating a garment that are 
tedious: measurements, cutting; I was a stitcher for the first several years of my career.” 
 “I accept your terms. If you lose, you stay in my workshop with me. You won’t be going 
back to your job or your life here.” 
 Margaret froze, and her head suddenly felt fuzzy. Did she just bargain away her life? 
 “Now take the jacket off.” 
 “What?” She flinched as Benny threw a dizzying tantrum in her head, screaming at her 
not to take the jacket off. “Why?” 
 “Consider it insurance. The last times I let it get away from me, it’s disappeared. That 
won’t be happening again.” She had a hard time seeing the intensity of his expression, but she 
could feel it pulsating from him.  
“How do I know you won’t run off with it?” she asked. “Do you have anything that could 
be collateral?” Benny wailed in disbelief; how could she consider agreeing to any sort of 
exchange? 
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 Margaret heard something clud on the brick pathway beside her. “It’s half of a set that 
could take you anywhere in a single step. The last time they were here, the distance they could 
travel was measured in leagues. But each is useless without the other, so I will be back for it.” 
She twisted uncomfortably again to see what it was-- a thick, furred boot with thick, crossed 
laces. If she had to name its style, she would have called it “primitive”. He finished, “It is 
sufficient collateral.” 
“So if I have this right, I take this... boot, and you return sometime in the future so that 
we can compete to see who keeps the jacket?” 
“A week. You will have a week to prepare your tools and drafts. My workshop contains 
all the materials you could need to work with, and once there, you can have all the time you 
desire to create and finish your piece. Is this agreeable?” 
Margaret hesitated, feeling like she was being given an ultimatum and panicking for it. 
“Yes?” She looked down at the jacket she wore. Benny was dead quiet, and the jacket felt like it 
was made of lead. “Yes…” she began to unbutton it without any sort of urgency. 
 When the fronts were pulled apart, he yanked the jacket from her in a single, smooth 
motion down from her shoulders. 
 The transformation back to her old self was jarring and stiff. She realized how she was 
underdressed for the outdoors, having seen no purpose in wearing another coat under Benny’s 
jacket. Able to turn to face him now, his height was much less imposing than before. His woolen 
overcoat was of a more modern style but with metallic embroidery that recalled the Baroque. 
That alongside his height would make him stick out of any crowd. And he wasn’t wearing shoes 
but held one boot in his hand. He seemed less irritated now; maybe it had something to do with 
her stark age difference from Benny, or maybe he was sizing her up.  
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“You have a week,” he repeated, “I suggest you start draping.” He paused. “You should 
also prepare yourself mentally for the loss.” Then he took a single step back, beginning to pivot 
around on the foot, but before he could finish turning, the man vanished. 
 Margaret was left cold and alone to find her way back. With only a used boot in her 
possession, was she tricked already? She took a seat on the bus with the steepest hunch in her 
back that she’d ever felt, lacking the will to maintain a decent posture. She leaned against the 
window, and when her stop came, she dragged herself mutely into her apartment. 
*** 
 A week. She had a week. Everyone at work noticed her spike in stress. She snapped when 
she didn’t mean to and would immediately apologize. Her ability to organize anything severely 
suffered, and she spent nearly all her time at home, when she wasn’t panicking or staring 
vacantly at the wall, frantically planning an outfit. Several people at work noticed and asked 
what was wrong, but she could never give them a satisfying answer. Eventually, she chalked it 
up to “family tragedy” and stuck to that story.  
When she was in her thirties, she had drafted everything on large swaths of paper. In one 
sense, it was refreshing to go back to designing, but the sweetness of the memory was embittered 
by its current purpose. She had to get Benny back. She didn’t know what was happening to him, 
and she needed to draft the best damn work she’d ever conceived of. She poured her desperation 
into her work, and after many failed sketches, she found one worthy of being kept. Worthy of 
bargaining two lives for, she hoped. 
 Margaret pulled a dress form from storage, padded it for her own proportions and began 
draping her piece. She forsook proper meals and sleep so that she could keep progressing her 
design. She shaped and recut muslin for the pattern dozens of times. Having to balance contest 
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preparations on top of work became stressful to the point where she called in sick from work, 
and no one seemed surprised. Some even encouraged her, saying that she could focus on her 
sleep and mental health, but she only poured the extra time into her design. She even attempted 
to take inspiration from the old boot he left behind, but it did nothing except to distress her more. 
 
 She counted down the days until he knocked at her door. She packed her patterns, 
sketches, and tools into a large handbag and went to open the door. She knew who it was, yet his 
shadow darkening her threshold was still a start to her. She wasn’t so old that she was prone to 
heart attacks, but she was old enough to be careful of them. The man wore the same outfit they’d 
met in, as far as she could tell. His eyes were the same dark shade as Benny’s, but they had a 
cold, piercing quality that Benny’s never could have possessed. His overcoat was beautiful and 
meticulously detailed to the point that the boots he was wearing with them before, one of which 
she had stuffed into her bag, would have severely clashed. Instead, the shoes he wore now were 
distinctly mute and simple. 
 He barely spoke to her except to be sure that she was ready to leave. He extended his 
elbow in an outdated gesture that Margaret found uncomfortable, but he seemed insistent, so she 
took it. She was beyond asking such questions like how he knew where she lived or how he 
could find an outdated boy in a crowded city when he clearly didn’t seem to live there. She was 
so resolved and distracted by her distaste for this man that his first step took her by surprise. 
 The man took a single step, and the world moved around them, raced by like they were 
on a roller coaster, and at the same time squeezed them as though they had to fit through a tiny 
keyhole. Black spots formed over Margaret’s vision, and when they stopped moving, she had to 
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sit on the floor where they landed. He let her slowly sink to the floor and stepped back, waiting 
for her to recover. 
 She noticed as her vision cleared that she was staring down at a floor covered with 
polished, bronze tiles several feet across. She lifted her head, pushing the gray-streaked hair from 
her face to take in the immensity of where they were now. It was a cavernous, factory-sized 
room with towering, stone columns, each creating a nook into which fit numerous looms, shelves 
of tools, or books. She noticed in the distance rows and rows of rolls of fabric that she would 
need a ladder to reach the highest of. She couldn’t help but think that she’d landed in any 
costume designer’s idea of heaven. How long would it take to learn where everything was and 
find her way around? 
 She gawked for several minutes before picking herself up from the floor. 
 “You’ll have time to become acquainted with whatever materials you’ll desire. Come 
with me to the room you’ll be working in. We’ll be separate for the tracing and stitching, and we 
can present whenever you’re finished. 
 “When I’m finished? Are you sure I’ll finish later?” she realized it was almost the first 
thing she’d said to him, but she’d felt the sting of insult and had to respond. 
 “I won’t need as much time as you.” He made a point of showing her the workroom he 
would be in. She suspected it was to prove that he hadn’t started yet either. 
 She gritted her teeth. This man worked in such a magnificent place that she was stunned 
that he could manage to be so cold and rude. He showed her to another workroom, containing a 
dress form, a large, padded tracing table, an ironing board, and both a domestic and industrial 
sewing machine.  
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 “You can take whatever you want from the main floor. And for your own self-interest, 
don’t get lost. If either of us enter the other’s workspace before the garment is finished, we 
forfeit. Is this agreeable?” 
 Margaret was already walking over to the table and placing her bag at its foot. She turned 
to answer, “Sure, but am I trapped here? What will I do for food? Where are the facilities?” 
 “You’ll find you won’t need to tend to any such needs. This place is… separate from the 
one you came from.” 
 Margaret pulled the large, collateral boot from her bag to return to him. Then she paused. 
“And where’s Benny?” 
 Judging by the flick of his eyebrows and the squint of his eyes, he didn’t seem to 
appreciate her question. “My jacket is back in its case where it belongs.” 
 She made a mental note to find where that might be later. He turned to leave, “Wait,” she 
said, “Benny said you used magic tools. If this is a test of skill, shouldn’t I have access to the 
same tools?” 
 He made a sound in his throat somewhere between a chuckle and scoff. “You’re free to 
use whatever you find on the floor. Some spare needles and such may be there. Is that all? You 
have a lot of work to do.” She noted that he appeared eager to get to his own work as well, a 
barely tangible energy that seemed an interesting change to his normally stoic nature. 
*** 
 Margaret spent the next several hours roaming around the entire building. She wanted to 
find Benny, but she wasn’t sure where to start. This workshop was large enough to be a 
miniature world in Margaret’s eyes, like an entire shopping mall for only one man. Everything 
she came across was ornate and detailed beyond what reason and expense would normally allow. 
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Practical stage costumes were usually not as ornate as this workshop’s architecture simply due to 
the distance that the audience sat. There was normally no point in adding such intricacies that the 
audience wouldn’t see, but she thought that, maybe, it gave her an expectation for exactly how 
much detail she should include in her own garment. 
 Eventually, she found two rooms of the most interest. One was a spacious library of sorts 
with one glass wall looking into complete darkness. Standing in front of it felt like falling toward 
a pool of water but never reaching the splash. Each wall on either side was lined with texts 
unlike the ones on the main floor. The main floor’s texts were mostly on clothing techniques and 
applications for different cultures and time periods. These seemed mostly like histories, written 
in a variety of languages, and many without authors. In the center of the room was a painted, 
porcelain globe. She remembered Benny talking about a globe, one his father used to find him 
and otherwise view things. Margaret had no idea how it worked, but she assumed it had 
something to do with the glass window at the back. It didn’t look into space; there were no stars 
or anything. Not knowing anything else about this room or how it worked, she left. 
Time seemed to float across this place without any real weight to it, if Margaret could 
observe such a thing. She hadn’t gotten tired, hadn’t needed rehydration or nourishment. There 
were not clocks or real windows anywhere. But given that intangible stretch of time, she did 
manage to find a room that she identified as a trophy room of sorts. Dozens of garments hung in 
cases or on dress forms on display, all across the floor or against the walls. They presented a 
wide array of heights and body types as well as a wide range of time period inspirations. Was it 
cheating to look at her competition’s previous works? And were they all really as magical as 
Benny had described, she wondered. 
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 Toward the back of the room, within a box of glass, was Benny’s jacket. She touched the 
glass, letting her fingerprints streak across the surface. There wasn’t an easy handle to open the 
case by, and she had to wonder why it was contained where other pieces were not.  
 Seeing the jacket took a toll on Margaret emotionally; she felt like her own son was 
trapped behind that glass. On top of that, she was surprised that she’d grown so attached to him 
so quickly. She didn’t make many friends, but it was difficult not to revel in his enjoyment of 
such simple things. She’d gotten to discover her own preferences through his experiences with 
such things as weather and flavors of ice cream. It was hard having him yanked away from her as 
abruptly as he was. 
 But could she take him out of the case, she wondered. Could she talk to Benny again? 
Benny’s father knew that she knew that Benny was here, and she wasn’t told that she couldn’t 
take him out of the case. It’s not like she could run off with him-- she didn’t know how… It 
almost felt like it was against the rules, but she’d learned to shrug off those sorts of limitations 
lately. And opening the casing was simpler than she’d initially thought once she’d located the 
small hinges inside. Without any obvious handle, she pried at the edge of the glass box until the 
front face swung open. 
 She noticed upon closer inspection that all of the wooden buttons she’d attached to the 
front, collar, cuffs, and breast pocket had all been replaced with what she guessed was a beaten 
tin, scuffed so that it didn’t shine. Also the corduroy on each elbow was mended or replaced to 
where it was no longer worn. It didn’t look like a patch, so had he replaced the sleeves? The 
material didn’t look any newer than she remembered. Now she wondered if it was the same 
jacket or a replica though there was no other like it in the room. She could answer all these 
questions if she just put it on. 
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 From the stories Benny had told about his father’s workshop, she didn’t think she’d ever 
get to see the place, much less see it through Benny’s eyes. But where she had been mystified by 
it, the chill she felt in the jacket spoke more toward horror like a bad dream. 
 “Margaret..? Why are we here? Did you win?” 
 “No, I haven’t started yet.” She hated to start off their reunion with bad news. 
 “I don’t like it here.” She could tell. “Can’t you take me home?” he asked. 
 “We can’t leave, Benny. There aren’t any doors.” Margaret’s tone suggested something 
tense or melancholy, but Benny’s body itched to move around. She began by leaving the trophy 
room and letting the young boy’s impulses guide her. 
 “We can leave through the study,” Benny suggested. “It’s how I left last time.” 
 “Through the study? Where’s that?” 
 He led her back to the opulent globe room she found earlier, but before they could step 
inside, the jacket stiffened, and Margaret froze. If possible, the man that was Benny’s father 
seemed more imposing through Benny’s eyes, and he appeared to loom over everything. Where 
Margaret stood in the doorway, she watched the man contemplate a book pulled from one of the 
taller shelves, draw himself over to the globe in the center of the room, and place his hand upon 
the porcelain surface.  
Suddenly there was an infinite landscape that appeared beyond the black glass like a 
movie screen. The only difference was that she could immediately feel the warmth of the sunny 
day and smell the cool breeze that carried the scent of flowers and fresh-cut grass. In center 
frame was a family picnic in modern day New York. Then he traced his long fingers to the 
opposite side, and they witnessed a scene from feudal Japan where a young woman in a long, 
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flowing uchikake was taking her tea indoors. The image was so close that the steam from her cup 
nearly billowed into study, yet she did not notice their gazes. And the image changed again. 
 The jacket made Margaret’s movements stiff with Benny’s desire to be anywhere else, 
but her curiosity inched her forward into the room. “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 The man’s posture shifted from something relaxed to attentive, maybe even surprised, 
judging by the set of his eyes when he turned to look at Benny in the doorway. “Why are you 
wearing that?” he asked. “You haven’t won.” 
 “I wanted to talk to Benny again, and I’m not leaving. If I win, I get to leave with him.” 
Benny interrupted, saying that he wanted to leave now. “But since he was here, I didn’t see any 
reason I couldn’t speak with him.” 
 “I don’t understand your attachment to him.” The man finally let his fingers slip from the 
globe, and room felt worlds smaller as the screen once more flicked to black. 
 “I guess you wouldn’t from what Benny’s told me. He hates it here.” 
 The man responded simply, “He was born here. He never should have left.” 
 She couldn’t figure out how to ask him “why” without him repeating his answer. He 
sounded absolute; what belonged here stayed here. 
 Benny’s thoughts were difficult to push out of her attention; they were the closest she’d 
ever felt to anger from him-- directed at his father. But they cried out more like loneliness and 
neglect. The thoughts were so distracting that Margaret had to excuse herself from the room. It 
was abrupt enough that anyone else would have found her departure strange, but the man seemed 
to accept it for what it was and returned to his contemplations. 
 She tried to calm Benny down with a walk or a run around the workshop, but he still 
wanted nothing to do with it. When she determined that he was inconsolable for the moment, she 
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had to remove the jacket. But she didn’t take it back to its case. Instead, she tucked it away into 
her workroom. At least this way he was as far removed from his father as he could be. There was 
still so much she didn’t understand. And yet part of it seemed so simple. Benny had no reason to 
stay, and he wanted to leave, so he did. 
 Margaret stared at her designs with this in mind then was struck with an idea for 
modification. Thoughtfully inspired, she pulled out all of her sketches and pattern pieces. She 
would not need to modify much, and what she had in mind would require Benny’s help if she 
could get it. 
*** 
 Margaret cut yards of fabric with abandon, not taking the time to revel in how rare or 
expensive a majority of them were. And since she wasn’t on any sort of budget, it was these 
high-end fabrics that she dove for. She turned it into a game for Benny and rolled around on a 
twenty-foot, wooden ladder, climbing up and down for hours selecting just the right materials in 
the right colors for her creation. He was in it for the activity and seemed to take particular joy in 
tossing anything from a high place. She restrained him on the fragile things, but otherwise his 
abundant energy proved a great help, and running around made him a bit happier. 
 She labored tirelessly on making just the perfect measurements and cuts, selecting the 
right notions to complement the already assembled materials. It took her a long time to convince 
Benny to help her with anything directly related to putting the piece together. Often when she 
tried, it was met with his boredom and protest, but she needed his small, agile fingers to help her 
with the hand embroidery. It had to be authentic, unique, custom, and real. As long as they took 
frequent breaks to burn off energy, he may have even grown to admire the task, watching an 
entire image bloom from simple threads. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
51 
 She thought it had to have been dozens of hours spent on this single garment, and the 
repetition of working on the same piece was getting to her and Benny’s nerves. Even if she 
didn’t need the sleep in this strange place, she needed to rest every so often.  
 Occasionally, she’d wander back to the globe room and see Benny’s father reading or 
watching the globe’s screen with single-minded purpose. Not that she knew what that purpose 
was. It often seemed like he was searching for something, or maybe it’s what he did when he was 
bored. Though with his remarkable focus, he didn’t seem like a man easily bored. And it was 
easy to see how Benny learned how the globe worked and was able to slip past him to escape 
into the picture, as she guessed that was how it worked. But Margaret’s attentiveness usually 
flagged long before he ever finished a single activity, and she would disappear quietly to return 
to her work. 
 When the end was in sight, Margaret doubled her efforts to finish. She was careful not to 
rush but suddenly terribly excited to be done with it. She pulled the last, complex seams together, 
secured them in place, and snipped the loose threads. She pulled the garment into its proper 
shape and rested it on the dress form. She felt a pressure pushing against her skull from the 
strained work, the mental stress it put on her, but looking at it, she had no doubts in her mind that 
it was the most masterful piece she’d ever crafted. 
*** 
 It was time for the final presentation. Margaret wore Benny’s jacket for one more 
moment to tell him that she was ready. He wished her luck, and she removed the jacket and 
placed it on the table. Not wanting to delay the inevitable, she burst from her workroom, leaving 
the door wide open, and strode across the metal tiles, her footfalls echoing across every surface. 
But when she reached the opposite, workroom door, she slowed down with more thoughtful 
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action. The weight of the moment was unbearable. She knocked with hopeful confidence. He 
acknowledged her, and they wheeled their dress forms out into the middle of the workshop floor, 
meeting in the middle between their two rooms. 
 On Margaret’s dress form was a grand overcoat with an exaggerated, high, and fanning 
collar. It had a hem so long and wide in that back that it brushed the ground like a train. She’d 
made the coat from cloth of gold, embroidered to resemble small children running, playing, and 
climbing trees. She’d cut princess seams into her pattern, giving the overcoat seven panels. The 
four front panels and sleeves were made of the embroidered cloth of gold, but the three back 
panels were a tapestry of silk and metallic threads. On the tapestry, matching seamlessly between 
the panels, was a boy playing outside in the sun, surrounded by wild nature. To look at her 
overcoat gave Margaret sent her heart soaring. Then she turned to the man’s dress form. 
 The form, for the most part, was empty, but on its head sat a woolen cap. She was 
confused. She approached his dress form as he approached hers. She was about to ask if she 
could touch it, maybe see where the complexity was, but she looked up to note that he was 
already lightly prying back the lapels of her overcoat that arched up into the standing collar. He 
seemed to be muttering to himself, “And this is brocade,” referring to the back panels, “Which 
means…” He looked up from her work then. “It’s reversible?” he asked. 
 She nodded. 
 “May I see?” he asked gently. The tone took her off guard, and she nodded again, 
returning to her overcoat. She carefully removed it and flipped it inside-out, popping the collar to 
once more stand in the proper shape. Then she replaced it onto the dress form. The boy on the 
back that was playing in the day was now playing at night. “Marvelous,” he said. The 
compliment made her uncomfortable. 
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 Margaret returned to his woolen cap. “I noticed you didn’t make anything quite so… 
spectacular.” 
 He moved to join her at his dress form and motioned to it with a long finger. He had an 
odd way of pointing that was mostly a gesture of his middle finger. “Look closely. Then put it 
on. It wasn’t meant to never be worn.” 
 She lifted it off the dress form and noticed that intricate motifs were woven into the fine 
wool that made up the hat’s crest above its short, stiff rim. It was a colorful, mostly blue, hat that 
depicted an open sky. There was such depth captured in the various and subtle colors that she 
was speechless for a moment. She couldn’t imagine someone regularly wearing such an eye-
catching hat, but she hadn’t made anything less than ostentatious herself. 
 Then, as invited, she put the cap on her head. Immediately, she was overwhelmed with a 
sense of calm and comfort. Slowly, impressions trickled into her mind that coalesced and formed 
some of her earliest childhood memories. She was playing with her sister in the sprinkler on the 
front lawn while her parents sat in the porch swing, sipping sweet tea. The sun was bright and 
hot, but they were kept cool and wet, screeching with delight whenever  the sprinkler hit them. 
 Her eyes became glassy as she removed the simple cap. She realized she lost when she 
acknowledged that her garment, while beautiful, was mediocre in comparison and could only 
recall memories for herself. This hat would likely be able to conjure the memories of whoever 
wore it, and it showed no shortage of technical skill and applied knowledge. “But I used the 
same tools as you. Weren’t they supposed to be magical, too?” 
 The man shook his head. “The qualities of my creation are part of my skill in the craft. 
This place exists beyond your world, and I can bestow properties beyond the capabilities of 
anything mundane.” 
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 Margaret’s distress crept up and strangled her throat. It burned, and she realized she was 
never going to have won. She felt like a cruel trick had been played on her. There was nothing 
she could do now. Her eyes were locked to the floor, and she couldn’t lift them even when he 
began speaking again. 
 “To be honest, I neither needed nor wanted an assistant, but I suppose it can’t be helped 
now.” 
 The thought struck her that whether she won or lost, she never would have chosen to be 
separated from Benny, nor would she have been. But she had a hard time being overjoyed at the 
idea of spending more time with him if it meant she was going to be trapped here like he was. 
Maybe that could give him come comfort, though, to know he wasn’t going to be alone. But how 
was she going to break this awful news? 
 “In any case, it’s time to send your overcoat back.” 
 She did look up at that. “Back? What do you mean?” 
 “I didn’t make it; therefore, it does not belong here. I made a habit of not mingling the 
two after my experimentation with non-textile creations failed.” 
 It took her a moment. “You mean Benny.” Her fingertips tingled, and she had to steady 
her breathing.  
 “Yes. Well there’s no sense in keeping your coat here any longer than it has to be. Take it 
and follow me.” 
 Back in the globe room, he explained that everything he made was inspired by what he 
saw in the variety of time periods he saw it. Here, he’d be mentally crafting what she would be 
putting together. He took the globe under his fingertips, and she saw her town behind the glass. 
*** 
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 Police were dispatched to Margaret Pilling’s house when she failed to show up for work 
without notice for several days. No one could get ahold of her, and to all appearances, she’d 
vanished. Police were issued a warrant to break into her home in late March. There didn’t seem 
to be any sign of a struggle or evidence of where she went. Her purse, phone, and other personal 
effects were all present. No valuables seemed to be missing, but one had appeared. In the middle 
of her living room floor was an incredibly detailed and ornate overcoat that looked like it was 
made of gold and silk. 
 The overcoat which no one had seen before became evidence her missing person case, 
but years passed, and they turned up no new leads. Witnesses described the appearance of a 
small boy entering and exiting her apartment for the past several weeks, but this boy had also not 
been seen since. The overcoat became a sensation in the local newspapers and across the internet 
with tourists coming from across the world to see it, but it stayed locked away in evidence as 
long as Margaret’s case file remained open. 
 Years passed, and the case was eventually closed for good. The overcoat became a 
donation to the local Stanson House, a museum which exhibited rare and fantastic pieces of art 
from across the country. There it remains, maintained and on display, in a great, glass case. 
 
